Something about the hallways of Eager Meadows felt emptier than they had  any other semester, Candice felt. Maybe it was just how slowly she was  walking. It was silly, she knew it was, to even think she might run into  Mallory at such a time, and even if she did, Candice had absolutely no  idea what to say! It was just this constant gnawing at her insides, this  constant distraction on her thoughts which never left her alone, the  mental nausea of having such a strong conviction with no means to  articulate or help it. If she only could talk to her, that’s what she  kept telling herself, but Candice knew deep down it was all bluster.  She’d practice to her bedroom mirror endless variations of conversations  she’d have with Mallory that would magically and decisively bring them  back together, but while she’d seen Mallory plenty of times in the  hallway, or crossed paths with her while in the locker bay, each and  every time Candice either hid until she’d left or sped away like a  terrified kitten. It’s like the second Mallory’s eyes fell on her,  Candice’s entire nervous system shot up like a bandolier of fireworks,  and she just turned into a complete and utter coward. ‘Tomorrow for  sure’ had been a month-long mantra… Besides, after Candice had broken  things off like she did, Mallory probably wanted nothing to do with her  anyway… Sighing to herself, Candice eased open the door to detention,  when her nose was greeted with a peculiar, peanuty aroma…


As  always, only Claire was in the room. She was sat at her usual seat, but  unlike normal, she wasn’t working in any sketchbook or doing any  homework. Instead, a large paper bag decorated with a bright red  ‘Friendly Thai Food’ logo sat on her desk, as she picked with a plastic  fork at a to-go container full of some exotic pasta dish.


Looking  up to see Candice come in with a look of confusion on her face, Claire  smiled sheepishly. “Sorry, I… missed lunch. Hannah… Well, you know.” The  goth shrugged and shook her head in needless apology before reaching  into the bag, producing another identical container, and holding it out  to Candice. “I… I didn’t know if you… maybe you were hungry? It- it has  peanut oil in it, so if you can’t eat that…”


It took Candice a  second to process the generous gesture. “Oh… um, wow! Th-thanks! Yeah,  yeah that’s fine!” She hurried over, turning the desk in front of  Claire’s around to connect the two as an impromptu lunch table. “Mmm!”  Candice made a show of rubbing her hands together (which made her feel a  bit dorky for doing)!


Claire opened and slid the other  container, as well as some plastic utensils tucked in a napkin, over to  Candice. “Pad Thai,” she introduced. “Hope you like it! Usually it comes  with chicken, or some other meat, but I- I don’t eat that and I didn’t  know if… if you did…”


It took Candice back a bit, but she smiled  and swirled the thin noodles around her own fork. “It’s fine, thanks!”  Also incredibly thoughtful, Candice mentally added, so much so it caused  her to actually hesitate mid-bite. Had she ever been so considerate  with Mallory? But Mallory wasn’t a vegetarian… was she? Why didn’t  Candice know? A highlight reel of all the times she had offered Mallory  something to eat blasted at light speed through Candice’s head! Did it  come up before? Wouldn’t it have? Oh God, she’d been so careless-…


“Um…  is… is it okay?” Candice snapped out of her momentary funk to see  Claire staring at her with a furrowed brow. “If you don’t like it,  that’s totally okay, you don’t have to-“


“Oh! N-no! No!” Candice  blurted a bit too loudly and suddenly before she overcompensated with  too wide a smile. “I just… I thought I maybe forgot something back at my  last class, but I got it!” She punctuated the assurance with a hearty  mouthful of Pad Thai that made her grin more genuine. “Mmmm!” Candice  practically squealed! “This is really good!”


Claire smiled and  spun a forkful for herself. “It’s my favorite.” And so the two began  devouring their meals, swapping satisfied “mmmm!”s all the while.


“So,”  Candice wiped her lips and spoke after a couple minutes, “how’s the  Hannah stuff going?” Though from the lack of having heard anything  already, Candice was pretty sure she already knew.


Sure enough,  Claire sighed and shrugged. “Luna’s tough.” The goth thoughtfully  threaded a noodle around her fork. “But we knew that going in, right?  Just gotta get more creative.”


“Sure, sure…” Candice took a  couple more silent bites before following up. “Out of curiosity… how  much longer are you guys gonna keep trying?”


Fork nearly to her lips, Claire stared at Candice with a complete absence of expression. “What do you mean?”


The  inflection put Candice off, but she gathered herself - she knew what  she was stepping into, but too late to turn back. “I mean… you know…  pranking Luna. How long are you…” Candice trailed off, leaving her fork  resting in her Pad Thai, her appetite abruptly leaving.


Claire’s expression barely shifted. “Until we get her, of course.”


Of  course. “Okay, but…” Candice measured her words. “But like… it’s been  months, and… we’re almost out of here. Just seems like…” Candice finally  looked back up, no less nervous. Claire’s expression wasn’t truly as  placid as it seemed, she knew it. “Just seems like… there are other  things…”


“Which is exactly why Hannah has to get her back soon.”  Claire emphasized her words by jabbing her fork back down into her meal,  before slumping a bit in her chair. “Why *we* need to get her back. Or  we’ll lose our chance.”


Candice nodded. “I get that. I’m just saying… Y’know, all this time you’re spending-“


“Hey.”  Claire didn’t yell, but her tone carried such emphasis it almost felt  like she had. “We’re gonna do it, okay? After everything she’s done to  my sweet Hannah…” Claire visibly shuddered. “She’s overdue for some bad  karma. Besides, Edison didn’t fail 99 times in making a light bulb.”


Candice couldn’t help but smirk. “He just found 99 ways to *not* make one.”


Claire smiled back and replied through a mouthful of Pad Thai, “Exactly.”


All  Candice could do at that was nod and sigh. Far be it from her to tell  anyone how to spend their last semester. Still, seemed like such a  waste…


“So, ah…” Claire broke the silence, picking between noodles to find any remaining veggies. “What’s… what’s going on with you?”


Candice  froze, surprisingly tripped up by such a simple question. “M-me? Um…  well… oh, just… usual stuff, I guess… you know… *usuals*.” Candice leant  into the last word with an exaggerated shrug meant to end the  conversation before it began. It was just a polite pleasantry, she knew,  but her head had been particularly messy these past few days, and she  was worried that even the slightest push might thrust her back under, or  get her back to thinking if she was overthinking, or maybe not thinking  enough…


“Cool.” Claire nodded like she had something else to  say, then stopped herself. “Cool cool.” A pause for some more Pad Thai.  “I…” Another hesitation. “I’ve actually been meaning to ask you… The  other day, when you asked about… *me*…” Claire wobbled her head, idly  brushing an errant strand of electric-blue hair back into her bob. “I  think it’s fair if I ask why, isn’t it? Just kinda seemed… y’know, out  of nowhere. Not that I mind, I just… Was there any particular reason?”  The last words came off her tongue weird and she knew it, like she was  weighing them as she said them.


Candice didn’t realize she’d  blanked out so hard until she looked down and noticed she was stabbing  empty air with her fork. “Oh- oh! Th- that?! Nah, just…” She thought for  a second on how to rephrase what she was going to say. “You’re very  assured in yourself, is all. Kinda wish I was… more like that. Er,  assured, I mean!” She fake-laughed through a proper bite of Pad Thai,  but both felt the lack of energy plain as day. Why was she shying away  from this? Claire’s perspective had been really illuminating before.  Though Candice procrastinated as long as she could by chewing as slowly  and thoughtfully as possible, eventually she swallowed and sighed.  “Well… see… I have this friend…” She paused. “Yeah, a friend. Anyway… I  really like her. Like… *really*. But…” Eyes downcast, she missed Claire  recrossing her arms to lean closer. “I have so much I wanna say to her,  but I can’t. It’s just… Things got moving so fast, it’s like you all of a  sudden stop and realize, ‘I’m here now. Do I want to be here? I think I  do but… but I never expected to be here…’” Candice sighed. “It’s like…  once you bring it up, once you try it… you can’t just ignore it. Maybe  it’ll work, maybe it won’t, maybe I’m too late, and… I dunno, I’m not…  I’m not making sense…” Candice trailed off, suddenly sorry to have ever  brought it up…


Something in Candice’s tone struck an  uncomfortable chord in Claire. This was just a rhetorical thing, right?  Not her, totally not her… right? Suddenly distressed, she kneaded the  edge of her desk, racking her brain for something helpful, something to  show empathy. Eyes down, of course; it was easier to talk to the  noodles. “Y’know, I… I’ve never been good at friends, I’ll be honest. It  can be scary. You open yourself up… not everyone will like what they  see. Including you.” A sudden, familiar chill crossed her. “You think  you know someone so well, but it’s all been on the surface the whole  time.” The chill curled around her extremities with the sour stink of an  offered cigarette. “You’re not on the same page after all. You’re  alone. And it hurts. But it’s for the best, figuring that out before…  anything… cuz now you know. Now you know it was never going to work. You  gotta let it go.” A lump twisted in her throat, and she let it go. “You  just gotta go.”


Feeling a little shellshocked, Candice gently  placed her fork back in her Pad Thai, studying Claire’s distrait  expression. She’d never seen this shade to her before, this quiet  fragility. She wasn’t talking to her, she realized; she was reaffirming  something she’d said to herself, however long ago she’d needed to.  Candice, meanwhile, bowed her head in thought. That’s not how it was  gonna end for her and Mallory, will it? Like, even if they’re not like  *that*, they would still work as friends, right? But… what if there was  no getting past it? It’s not like it’s so easy to forget what they tried  to be… but what if that’s what they *should* be, and Candice ruined it,  and was too late to fix it? Folding her arms, Candice crumpled into  herself, suddenly feeling very cold.


All of a sudden like the  lights coming on, Claire blinked and realized how deep inside herself  she’d tumbled, hurriedly looking at Candice. What the hell was she  doing?! That’s not what Candice wanted to hear! That’s not what SHE  wanted to hear! Scrambling to redress, Claire sputtered, “Er, ah, but-  but but but- but that’s- that’s just me! And I’m *terrible* at this  stuff!” Claire forced the silliest smile and reached out to Candice’s  hand in reassurance, totally tunnel-visioned around the Pad Thai she  absentmindedly shoved past. “But you’re not! You just gotta…” Claire  thought hard about not only what Candice had just said, but all the  uncertainty she’d shared the other day. “Just be honest. Don’t assume  anything. Just be honest, not just with your friend, but with yourself.  Stuff like this, you already know the answer - sometimes you just have  to tell it to yourself first. And once you have, share that honesty with  them. Don’t just let it build up until the only way it can come out is  through some massive explosion. Say what’s in your heart.” The corners  of her mouth quirked higher. “Just… don’t wait too long, right?”


Idly  eying Claire’s outreached hand, Candice smiled. “Yeah… yeah, you’re  right. God, you’re right, I… I just have to…” Trailing off into a sigh,  Candice quickly reestablished eye contact with a warm smile. “Thanks,  Claire, really.” She cocked her head. “Y’know… you’re nothing like how I  figured you’d be when we first met. Er, in a good way!”


Claire  smiled, albeit not fully - the vagueness got to her, as someone who’d  spent too many years fretting over appearances. “Thanks. Um, how… how’d  you think I’d be?”


Candice felt herself freeze from the brain  down, suddenly feeling stupid for not considering how that’d sound.  “Well, y’know, how… y’know…” She struggled to put it into agreeable  words, knowing how ‘passionate’ Claire could be and not wanting to make  it a whole thing. “Like… how friendly you are with Hannah, and knowing  *her*… I mean, come on. You gotta admit she’s…” A single glance into  Claire’s wide, expectant eyes, and suddenly every single adjective  slipped from Candice’s mind. “…y’know…” The absence of words was doing a  lot more speaking than she was, and if she didn’t clarify soon, it  would only get worse! “It’s just… I mean… you do… SO much for her. Has  she… y’know… does she… ever…”


Claire did them both a favor by  interrupting. “Relationships aren’t just perfunctory give-takes.” She  struggled to keep a level tone. “I do all I do out of love, not because I  expect anything in return. Besides, my Hannah expresses her affection  in other ways.”


Try as she might, Candice couldn’t hide the  incredulity in her voice. “I see…” Candice was quite familiar with how  Hannah ‘expressed’ herself, and ‘affectionate’ would be the last word  she would use. Admittedly, this kind of stuff wasn’t Candice’s best  field - as she was learning the hard way - but unless Claire was privy  to some side of Hannah Candice never would be, Candice couldn’t help but  wonder if she and Claire were seeing the same thing…


Meanwhile,  Claire had more to say, but caught herself on a glimpse back at Candice -  she’d slipped back into that gloomy, thoughtful expression. Too  aggressive, she chided herself! “Oh, I… I didn’t mean… sorry, I…” She  felt her wires crossing in real time - yeah she meant it, so why was she  apologizing?! She just looked so… so… “Um… sorry, I…” Hurriedly, Claire  scrambled to think of something to say, anything! Before she could,  however-


Buzz buzz! Buzz buzz! Claire’s phone loudly vibrated on  her desk, a custom two-beat rhythm she only used for the person whose  message she would absolutely never miss. Moving her arm so fast she  nearly flung the phone clean off the desk, Claire scooped it up and  wiggled it like a prized trophy - “Oops, gotta take this! ‘Scuse me!” -  then quickly glued her eyes to the screen. Barely a second into reading  the text, Claire suddenly launched from her desk. “I- I, I need to… need  to…” Claire stammered as she untangled her courier bag’s strap from her  desk chair. “I need to need- to *go*! I need to go!”


Candice furrowed her brow and laid her fork back in her takeout container. “Everything… okay?”


Finally  Claire’s fingers stopped slipping and she got the strap free. “Yeah, I  just… Hannah just texted… I- I have to run! If Tweak shows up, just tell  her I went to puke or something!”


“Uh, o- okay. Oh!” Candice reached around to her backpack. “How much do I owe you for-“


“Nothing!”  As she frantically swung her bag over her shoulder, Claire forced a  quick smile. “Don’t worry about it, it’s a gift! Hope you liked it! See  you later, Candice!” And, in a blink, she was out the door.


“See  ya…” Candice called after the goth. Staring at all the takeout left  behind, Candice pushed away her Pad Thai and slumped back in her chair  in thought. That was a roller coaster. Regardless of anything, Candice  couldn’t help but be moved by the passion with which Claire defended  Hannah - the second she was called, she was on her feet. It came from  such an obviously deep place of caring… one she seriously doubted Hannah  ever feeling towards… well, anyone. And that felt so wrong… Claire was  so sweet, so caring… she deserved so much more… Quickly, she looked up  to see if she could see Claire in the hallway, and the sudden sadness  she felt seeing she wasn’t surprised her. Was it a surprise? She just  felt bad for Claire. She really did deserve so much better… if only  Candice could make her see that…


It was like running your fingers  down a string and suddenly stopping at a knot. Wait, what exactly did  Candice mean by that? What was she thinking? It wasn’t like… was it? No!  No, Claire’s just a friend! No, she… well, yeah! Yeah, they *were*  friends, weren’t they? That’s it: friends. No way she felt like… like  she could… that she and Claire could ever…


Candice dropped her head onto her desk with a thud that echoed off the classroom walls. Why was all of this so confusing?!


—


“Hannah?”  Claire hiss-yelled. “My love?” She stood spinning in the middle of the  east hallway, right where Hannah said to meet her, but there wasn’t a  soul around. The bell had rung maybe ten minutes ago, and it’d be maybe  an hour before the late bus showed up. Claire frowned down at her phone  to check for missed details, but she’d followed the directions  perfectly: east hallway, by the custodial closet beside the junior  locker bay. Maybe she’d be there soon? Claire did *run* over, which  Hannah probably wouldn’t… maybe she just needed to wait a little longer?  Every second felt like ten, with Claire unable to sit still. Try as she  might to think through them, Candice’s words clanged around in her  head, her disappointed face in her mind, fighting her focus. Did she  care if Candice was disappointed in her? Neither she nor Hannah could  never be as disappointed as Claire was in herself. Every misstep, every  backfire, all on Claire for not keeping it together. Scheme after failed  scheme, device after crappy, defective device, misfortune on top of  misfortune befalling her sweet, dear Hannah… There wasn’t a doubt in her  mind that they’d eventually accomplish their ultimate aim -  statistically speaking, they had the advantage - and yet Candice’s  timetable weighed heavy on her mind. Try as she might, there was no  device she could devise that would conjure them more time, and Candice  was right about it running low. We’re gonna do this.. we’re gonna-


All of a sudden, the custodial closet door beside her squeaked open an inch and emitted a scratchy whisper: “Claire?”


“Eek!”  Claire yelped and jumped back, startled out of her thoughts, but  quickly traded that scare for excitement! Seeing her beloved, even just  the slimmest peek, it never failed in causing Claire’s heart to soar a  million miles! Eagerly, as if brought aloft by sheer elation alone,  Claire skipped towards the closet door! “Hannah, my darling-“


“Don’t!” Hannah abruptly stuck out a hand and stopped Claire in her tracks. “Just… stay there, alright? I need your help.”


Like a deer startled by a hunter’s shot, Claire trembled in place. “Is… what- what’s the issue, my queen?”


With  a rough sigh, side-eying down the hall to check for an audience, Hannah  jerked her head to beckon Claire closer and continued in a hushed tone.  “I… I may or may not have tried to jump Luna with the…” Another sigh.  “With the, um… the thing. The backpack with the arms that come out.”


“The  Helping Hands?!” Claire shuddered and gnawed nervously at her knuckle.  “But… but they weren’t ready yet! I- I hadn’t even tested the portable  power source-“


“I know.” Hannah interrupted coldly. “Which you  could have *told me*, but whatever. It turned on fine when I picked it  up, and I thought I had a good opportunity to get her, but…” Hannah  growled. “But she flipped it on me.” Hannah’s faced subtly reddened, and  Claire didn’t pry as to where those hands had gotten to. “She got me,  and then she threw me in here, and I’m… I’m…”


Claire suddenly realized why Hannah wasn’t stepping outside the closet. She blushed at the mere thought. “Are- are you-“


“Yes!”  Hannah snapped. “Okay? I’m freaking butt-naked in here! That’s why I  called you: get me some clothes so I can get out of here!”


Ah, a  rescue mission! A perfect chance for Claire to prove herself! “Of  course, my dearest goddess, of course!” A sudden thought, however,  stopped her cold. “Wait… if you’re… in the nude… then how did you… have  your phone…” Claire trailed off, remembering Hannah’s stories of  encountering Luna at the beach and in the locker room, and the places  Luna had… put things…


“Claire!” Hannah snapped her out of it. “Clothes! NOW!”


Hurriedly,  Claire jumped to attention with a salute. “O-of course, my love! I  won’t be but a moment!” And with speed and grace, Claire took off  sprinting down the hall to the Lost and Found!…


…only to come skidding to a halt so abruptly she nearly ejected herself right out of her sandals. 


What  was she doing?! Claire couldn’t go to the Lost and Found! The bin was  right by the principal’s office! Claire was supposed to be in detention,  after all… if Waxley saw her running around, she could get in a load of  trouble! Then who would help her beloved Hannah?…


Exasperated,  Claire kneaded the fringe of her bright blue bob and paced, thinking of  alternatives. Gym clothes always made for an easy fallback, but due to a  failed prank last week involving a couple of fishing poles, Hannah and  her had ‘lost’ their uniforms and were still waiting for replacements.  Groaning quietly, Claire paced another few steps before coming to a most  brilliant conclusion: backstage! Drama kids were notoriously flighty;  there was always extra junk thrown around or stuffed away, never thrown  out because it might work for next year’s show, or the next year’s… It  was technically out of protocol to take costumes outside of the dressing  rooms or stages, but this was an emergency! And so Claire sped off  towards the auditorium, finagling her keyring as she ran!


Being  the lead technical supervisor for stagecraft, lightning, production,  basically everything above or behind the curtain, Claire had easy access  to every corner of the drama department - getting backstage was an  absolute cinch! Despite knowing for a fact no one was around to catch  her in the act - the last rehearsal of the day ended fifteen minutes ago  - Claire still moved stealthily, sticking to where the lights were off  if only for how her little misadventure was against the rules!  Carefully, she wove her way between in-progress backgrounds and ropes  running up to the rafters, until she was directly behind the stage,  where the ‘Chest of Wonders’ sat overflowing with disused costumes. The  name was a bit of an ironic in-joke between theater kids - it mostly  pulled double-duty as a lost and found and a general depository for any  bit of costume that was either left without its ensemble or was simply  out of season - but something about the mystique of the name felt  perfect for Claire’s gambit!


Hurriedly, Claire creaked open the  ‘Chest of Wonders’ and began pilfering through its contents, flinging  aside coats with overlong tails, dark hoods, bright green spandex, it  just kept going! Quickly, however, she realized she was throwing clothes  every which way like she was searching for something appropriate, when  in reality all she needed was just anything that would make her beloved  decent! An impish yet empowering thought crossed Claire’s mind, about  how she had all the ability to decide how Hannah would look! Maybe she  would make her a princess or queen, maybe a bear cub, or maybe all this  green could make her a leprechaun! But Claire quickly chastised herself!  What was she thinking?! Just grab something inconspicuous and let’s get  out of here! Soon after, Claire spotted the perfect outfit: an old  waitress’s getup from two years back. It was a little pedestrian for  Hannah’s style, and the girl who’d worn it wasn’t exactly of her  proportions, but it would work well enough! Putting it aside, Claire  quickly grabbed all the other fallen clothes to place them back in the  chest just as she’d found them before creaking it closed again, grabbing  the waitress garb, and turning to go! As she turned, however, a sudden  voice broke the silence: “Well, well, well!”


“AH!” Claire jumped  in surprise and wheeled around with the uniform clutched to her chest.  She saw the familiar silhouette of two notorious, voluminous pigtails  emerge from behind a nearby curtain, before a couple extra backstage  lights flashed on overhead, to reveal the dastardly grin of her  discoverer: Piper. Her pigtails and denim skirt bouncing with extra pomp  than normal, Piper hummed a victorious melody as she approached Claire.  But she never came alone. And sure enough, Claire glanced past the  approaching little weasel to see her mate over by the light switches:  Brooke leant out from the shadows, her stronger physique stretching an  evergreen cardigan to its limits, and the same for the yoga pants  hugging her thicker thighs and glutes.


Heart still hammering from  the startle, Claire cleared her throat and tried inflecting authority  into her voice. “What- what are you two doing back here?” They weren’t  exactly model actors, she thought but didn’t say, and certainly wouldn’t  rehearse outside of class.


Piper pretended to buff her manicure  on her violet blouse. “What is it with you? First you complain we’re  never around for rehearsal, now we’re rehearsing too much?” 


Claire  frowned and prepared to rebut that, only for Brooke to slide in front  of her slighter companion. “Don’t you listen to Mr. Jonathon?” Brooke  drawled in a voice which might be soothing anywhere else. “Cast members  should spend time together off the stage! Build the chemistry, right?”


Unease  spread through Claire’s tummy. This wasn’t right; they were too amped.  Both had blanched cheeks and spoke rapidly, like they were both excited  by something recent. Probably got done making out with each other, was  Claire’s guess. For the record, she had no idea why they were so quick  to irritation when as much got said to their faces, which happened  pretty frequently backstage; even an idiot could tell what those two so  desperately needed was to just ‘work things out.’ So much as obliquely  suggest it, however, that’s how you end up with your underwear knotted  along the lightning rigs above the stage… with you still in them! Not  that Claire had been a victim to that. Rather, whenever the ‘dynamic  duo’ turned on her, it was about revenge, or what they considered as  much, anyway. 


Brooke and Piper definitely had no qualms messing  with anyone in their way, or just whoever they felt needed their  intimates buried up their backside at any given moment, but most of the  time their antics stayed between each other, with either ignorance or  indifference towards everything around them. Case in point: Claire’s  career in stage management being a constant hell of quadruple-checking  every last detail of a production up until the curtain’s rise, to suss  out any tampering done by one or both of the troublemakers. Because it  doesn’t matter if the entire production and all hundred-plus students’  toil to make them great go down the toilet, so long as Brooke’s skirt  gets hooked and lifts at the right time, or one of the most crucial  backdrops gets swapped for a candid of Piper in the shower, privates  barely concealed under soap suds. Against many, many, MANY odds, Claire  managed to catch their tricks and keep the shows going - the biggest  exception being last semester’s musical; sorry, Candice! - and you just  know Brooke and Piper loathed her for spoiling their fun! Needless to  say, they weren’t on good terms in any case, and Claire’s defiance began  to buckle slightly, as every instance of her saving a show and  kiboshing a prank stacked up in her mind, combined with the sudden  realization of how fortunate she’d been in evading their numerous  reprisals until that singular moment! It all gave more unbearable weight  to the glares both girls shot at her in their mutual, energetic  approach…


“Li… listen…” Claire’s voice lost some of its steel and  immediately she felt ten times as vulnerable. Still, she continued,  “I’m just gonna grab something, and I’m gonna be out of your hair,  alright? I never saw you, and you never saw me, okay?”


“Aw,  what’s the rush?” Piper sneered and slunk closer, as Brooke did likewise  from the left. “A good manager’s supposed to make time for the people  she’s managing!”


“Besides,” Brooke continued the thought, “there’s no time like the present! And we have a lot to catch up on!”


That’s  her cue! Claire took a step to go, only to back right into Brooke!  Immediately, Brooke’s heavy hands gripped like vices around Claire’s  arms, not budging a single inch no matter how hard she squirmed! Though  Brooke was far from bright, she was really strong! And as soon as she’d  taken hold of the goth, Piper had already darted within arm’s reach,  grinning wide and exaggeratedly pacing around the pair with high,  tippy-toed steps. “Hmm,” Piper pretended to think as she tightened a  circle around her prey. “I don’t think we ever properly discussed last  spring’s musical! Specifically the denouement” - Claire was surprised  Piper could handle a word that big! - “where our dashing leading lady’s  big song was *supposed* to top off with her dress ‘accidentally’ getting  snagged.” A vicious glint crossed Piper’s eager eyes at that, as she  skipped close and wiggled her fingers, reaching for Claire’s skirt!  Claire tried to worm away, but Brooke’s grip was like iron, leaving  Piper little resistance in showily reaching to the front of Claire’s  skirt and gracefully unclasping her belt, reaching in niiice and close  to sliiiide the zipper down… “Was supposed to go a little something like  this!” With a deft, devious motion, Piper gripped the hem of Claire’s  skirt and yanked down! “Eek!” Claire yelped as her skirt slid down her  thighs and past her ankles, Piper whisking them off her body entirely!  Instinctively, Claire’s knees drifted inward, her face starting to burn  as red as the crimson panties Piper had just revealed!


As Piper  chucklingly waved the stolen skirt overhead, Claire felt the hands on  her arms slide upwards, beginning to knot around the sleeves of her  blouse! “That’s a good point, Piper! And I’m pretty sure we’ve never  raised the issue of the headlining set of last winter’s Stand-Up  Shindig, where she totally blew the final punchline!” With her words,  Brooke’s hands formed fists around the fabric, until she finally gave a  mighty upward pull! Desperately, Claire tucked in her elbows to try and  keep her top on, but Brooke’s strength outmatched hers! SHRIIIIIP!  Claire’s sheer one-shoulder blouse tore up the sides, sending her  stumbling forward as Brooke admired both the sundered fabric left in her  hands, and the disheveled goth left only in her rich red skivvies! 


Yelping  and crossing her forearms over her pale cleavage, what Brooke had said  finally got through to Claire - wait, the headlining set? That was  *Brooke*’s set! Piper had some plan with an air cannon to blast the  buttons off Brooke’s blouse and expose her chest to the crowd! Confused,  Claire about-faced and yelled, “Why are you mad about that?! It would  have embarrassed YOU!”


Flippantly tossing what remained of  Claire’s blouse aside, Brooke shrugged. “It’s the principle. We don’t  take kindly to third parties in our little games.”


“But we don’t  get mad,” Piper abruptly continued, a breath from Claire’s ear, a cold  smile chilling her hissed threat: “We get even.”


“Ah!” Quickly,  Claire moved to escape, but the pair pounced and held her to the spot,  only this time not by her arms - Piper had both fists wrapped tightly  around the back of Claire’s underwear, while Brooke grabbed the front!  Claire froze in fight-or-flight panic, feeling the merest tension  between her legs where the teased fabric went taut! A beat passed, a  loaded moment like noontime sun above a saloon. Both Piper and Brooke  grinned down their noses, fingers gently tapping out an eager rhythm on  Claire’s waistband stretched between the two of them. A single bead of  sweat snaked down Claire’s forehead, as she nervously gnawed the inside  of her lip. Brooke and Piper glanced around to lock eyes in a silent  moment of affirmation. Finally, in perfect synchrony, the two tightened  their grip on Claire’s underwear…


…until finally both heaved up with all their might!


“GYAHH!”  Claire howled as her underpants shot up between her legs, just as hard  between her pussy lips and between her butt cheeks! The sudden sting  took the wind out of her - and that was only the first pull!


For a  while the two worked in tandem to a sort of see-saw effect, Brooke  hoisting up the front of the goth’s underwear, then relenting so Piper  might do the same to the back, back and forth, back and forth, sawing  away at Claire’s increasingly-throbbing undercarriage! “Kyah! Gah!  Bwuh!” Claire’s hips were thrown back and forth in time with the  troublemakers’ motions, as the pressure abruptly alternated between her  crotch and her ass! As they went on, however, the two’s synchronization  fell apart; no longer able to temper her eagerness, Piper pulled fast  and rapidly like she was trying to start a fire along the goth’s ass  crack, working Claire’s panties to nearly a thread between her firm pale  butt cheeks! Brooke, on the other hand (literally!), put power above  all else, pulling the goth’s underwear up with the measured speed of a  strength-building workout, pulling all the way up to her chest, digging  the goth’s panties further up her pussy with every pull! At times it  felt like a competition: who could make the goth squeal the loudest?!


“KYAH!  GAH!” Claire gasped and groaned with every tug! Her hips seized and her  knees gave out - she was kept upright solely by the underwear splitting  her where the sun didn’t shine! Her entire body rumbled and sparked  like a desert storm, her head clouded in some smoggy blend of pain and  pleasure! How hard they pulled, how fast, the back and forth between her  butt and between her legs, it stirred something in Claire, something  deep in her being the way it did when her beloved indulged her… but this  was almost going too far! The friction, the speed… Claire felt every  pleasurable groan cut off by a wince!


“Hey!” Piper’s shrill gasp  coincided with her abruptly letting go, what elasticity remained in  Claire’s waistband feebly snapping into her lower back. “I just got the  BEST idea! You feeling sporty, Brooke?”


A second passed, before  the thought transmitted to Brooke. “Ooh!” Brooke released her grip on  Claire’s panties to clap her hands in excitement, as the goth crumpled  to the floor, her panties in a tangled knot between her legs. “I’ve been  dying to get in a game!”


Game? “…bruh… what…” Trying to pick  herself up, Claire slipped and slurred her words, out of breath from the  rough treatment still toasting her nether regions. Both brats were  bleary silhouettes to Claire’s eyes, as they leaned in close and their  two discordant voices became one horribly-pitched song: “TETHERBALL  WEDGIE!”


“T-tetherball-“ The first word barely fell off Claire’s  dazed tongue before the two troublemakers grabbed her arms and pulled  her further backstage! A few paces in stood a disused lighting pole with  its corresponding lights long removed. Working in tandem, Piper  managing Claire’s kicking and struggling while Brooke lifted her and her  underwear higher, the two hoisted the goth high and hooked her at the  top of the pole by the back of her underwear! “EEK!” Immediately, the  pressure on Claire’s privates shot up tenfold! Brooke was strong, but  she was a human - she’d have to relent for a split-second to adjust her  grip, with only so hard she could pull. Hanging from a pole like this,  there was no reprieve, just this constant, powerful pull! “Ahhhh…”  Claire half-groaned half-moaned, prying at her panties with her fingers  but unable to find any sort of purchase for even a second’s relief! As  the blood rushed through her temples, she barely made out Piper’s voice.  “…ou ready?” Barely had she made out the words, however, when an  open-palmed SMACK on her butt shocked her senses!


“AH!” The power  of the spank sent the suspended Claire dizzily flailing and kicking,  unevenly swinging over to Brooke, who sent her careening back with an  even stronger SMACK on the ass! SPAK! THWACK! SMACK! “GAH! AH!” Claire  yelled as she clumsily swung this way and that, as two spanked her back  and forth between each other, as her panties wrapped and tightened  around the lighting pole, only to unwind the other direction and send  her spinning faster! SMACK! THWACK! “KYAH! STOP! GAH!” Claire howled as  the two giggling troublemakers batted her by the butt back and forth,  around and around, eagerly batting their new ‘tetherball’ to the  soundtrack of their own gleeful laughter! The two weren’t holding back  in their smacks on the goth’s vulnerable booty, either; this payback was  a long time coming! Piper leaned back and threw her whole body into  delivering a whopper of a spank that sent Claire spinning and bouncing  off the pole! “WHOAAAA! OW!” Claire winced as the spinning tightened the  twisting knot formed between her legs! Piper’s serve was reciprocated  just as eagerly by Brooke, whose powerful athletic form helped her spank  both of Claire’s cheeks with one slap, with enough force that Claire  nearly launched off the pole! “GAHHH!” ‘Round and ‘round, up and down,  the two sent Claire rocketing in all directions!


Claire’s undies  strained as the goth was swung this way and that, as was the goth’s  brain stretched to its limits, the world churning around her and her  underwear twisting and kneading between her sensitive spots! “Gah… ah…”  Before long, Claire felt like she’d lost the ability to breathe, let  alone think, every powerful slap to her backside knocking every last bit  of sense loose from her! The pulling and twisting fabric in her crotch,  the spanking, it was all too much! Claire’s brain was on overload! The  pressure on her privates felt like it was continually getting deeper and  deeper within her, mounting until reaching her head but still going  even it if meant leaving her body entirely! As Brooke spanked her hard  enough to send her twirling so hard and fast around the lighting pole  that not even Piper could return the ‘pass,’ Claire’s underwear  tightening between her legs and cheeks into an unfixable knot, the  sensations totally overtook Claire to the point of lightheadedness, the  world abruptly dimming in one powerful burst of heat, before finally  going dark to the sound of fraying fabric…


—


Claire came  to in a freezing sweat who knows how long later. Still in the stupor of a  post-climax after-burn, she moved to pick herself up, only to stop with  a wince. It felt like someone had been digging between her legs with a  rusted shovel before stitching it back up with fire! Claire wasn’t  normally the type to be put off by the rough stuff, but this was a whole  new order on her privates…


Collecting herself - and widening her  legs - Claire scanned the nearby stage floor for her clothes, of course  finding nothing. Sweater, skirt, sandals, not even whatever scraps  remained of her underpants, all gone - that last item was probably like a  trophy to those two. They’d left her in her bra, at least, which was  bizarrely amusing to Claire. Wasn’t as funny to strip an unconscious  target, was Claire’s best guess, but she begrudgingly had to count her  blessings. Shoot, they probably stole her probably took her master key  to backstage too, hadn’t they? The waitress uniform was gone too, Claire  suddenly realized! Not only that, but further backstage, where the  ‘Chest of Wonders’ had sat was now only a rectangular outline in the  dust - well, an imperfect outline, as she could see where the two’s  collective grip had slipped and they’d needed to instead drag the  heavy-as-hell chest.


Finally, Claire managed to push herself  upright best she could, stumbling on trembling legs as she double- then  triple-checked that she was indeed alone. Once that was assured, time to  assess the situation: all the clothes were gone, Hannah was still  indecent and in need of assistance, and Claire was without any pants to  speak of, barely a single garment away from being totally naked herself!  Those two probably didn’t even know the worst part of what they were  doing: if word about Claire running around half-naked spread too high  up, or if even WORSE, she ran into Principal Waxley, she could kiss  graduation goodbye! Meaning all of this needed to be remedied while  remaining discreet, unseen, and as fast as humanly possible! In terms of  options: a staggering dearth lay before her. But she had to think!  Hannah was counting on her! She had to prove herself!


There was  one thing: those two were nuts, but they also boasted incredibly frail  attention spans; they might clear the stage of clothes, but it was very  unlikely that they’d possess the dedication to go around the whole  school just to keep Claire publicly indecent. There was the Lost and  Found, of course, ever a reliable option, but one which happened to be  sat directly in front of Waxley’s office, so that’s gonna be a hard  pass. Beyond that, there was the locker room; their gym clothes might be  gone, but there should be plenty of towels to choose from! Hannah would  definitely be upset for it to not be anything more substantial, but at  this point it was better than the two of them strutting around half- or  fully nude! It wasn’t a slam dunk - the locker room being on the  opposite end of the school was both a blessing and a curse, in this  instance - but it was the best option in a bad situation. Psyching  herself up with some deep breaths, both hands cupped over her throbbing,  dampened crotch, Claire made her wobbly way to the backstage exit!


Claire  eased open the big metal door into the hallway very slowly, very  quietly, sneaking peeks down each end of the hallway not twice but  thrice, making extra sure the coast was clear before she shouldered the  door the rest of the way open and began carefully creeping down the  hallway, constantly casting glances behind herself as she went. She  should count herself luckier still, she supposed, that this whole ordeal  happened after the end-of-day bell, not before - it’d be SO much harder  to make the cross-school voyage without anyone catching glimpses of her  pale behind! At least last time she’d been invisible! That did get a  thought going - maybe she should swing by the locker bay and check  Candice’s locker for that prototype she’d gifted her? Nah, she  ultimately thought. Besides, Candice probably didn’t even have it here,  probably stuffed it in some drawer at home, and Claire could waste a lot  of time and further risk running into the wrong people for potentially  no reward. For now, her best bet, she reckoned, was to keep on creeping  on while the halls were relatively empty!


Which isn’t all to say  she was able to take the trip free and easy, of course - she had to  dodge and hide from several students either lagging behind for the late  bus or trickling in from various sports and extracurriculars! No sooner  had she come around the first corner that she very nearly walked  straight into the debate team wrapping up practice! Still faintly dizzy  from the residual arousal, barely able to react to the classroom door  being pulled open, Claire leapt back out of sight of the door, clasping  her hands over her privates and sliding down behind a potted plastic  plant, fighting not to make a sound as she slid all the way to the floor  and her bare butt made contact with the freezing tile floor! Luckily,  the team was gone soon after, and so Claire caught her breath, stood,  and kept on creeping.


Barely a minute after, slipping through the  library, she nearly ran straight into a study group on their way out!  Hurriedly, Claire jumped behind one of the shelves, peering between the  volumes as the group laughingly filtered out. Before they did, however,  one member - Tori, Claire recognized, from the back row of Spanish class  - stopped, eyes fixed on the shelf behind which Claire stood hidden,  their expression beginning to cloud. Calling to the rest of the group to  wait, Tori warily approached the shelf as Claire totally froze. Tori  reached out… and plucked a particularly hefty hardcover from the shelf.  “Oh shit, I used to love this book as a kid!” Proudly holding it out to  the rest of the study group, Tori rejoined and exited with them, as  Claire breathed a heavy sigh of relief. She’d gotten extremely lucky  that Tori had been so intently focused - the book she took off the shelf  had been perfectly placed to hide Claire’s crotch; had she looked, she  would have seen Claire’s pussy on the other side of the shelf! 


And  that wasn’t even her closest call! Later, seeing a group of late  students coming her way, Claire quickly retreated to the wall to hide…  only to feel her butt smoosh into something a little too cold and smooth  to be a wall… Bashfully, Claire glanced over her shoulder to find that  she’d backed up right into a window of one of the activity rooms, and to  also find the chess club inside gawking and giggling at her full moon  pressed up against the glass! Sheepishly, Claire covered her butt with  both hands and instinctively stepped back into the hall, almost right  into the oncoming students’ path! Panicking, without anywhere else to  hide, the only cover Claire could reach in time was a chalkboard that’d  been set up outside the activity room, upon which the weekly schedule  for clubs using the room was written. It wasn’t a tall chalkboard, but  it at least went up to hip-height! Adopting a half-leaning,  half-making-sure-her-crotch-stayed-covered pose, Claire folded her arms  to downplay her cleavage and very nervously smiled at the students as  they passed. Though they gave her obvious weirded-out expressions, if  they got a glimpse of her snow-white buns or kitty, she hadn’t a clue -  she simply waited until they reached the end of the hall, then continued  to race down the hall! Hopefully none of those people took pictures or  were the gossipy type!


Eventually, Claire’s humiliating journey  brought her through the commons, all the sofas and chairs still  disarrayed from the final period’s study hall. Visible as it was from  the floor above and all the connecting halls, Claire broke from a low  profile and sprinted with hands firmly clasped over her privates! Claire  rushed up to one of the main columns at the edge of the commons,  checking behind herself and the area around for anyone who might spot  her. Despite how popular this part of the school usually was, it seemed  like everyone had cleared out, at least for the time being - though  admittedly her head was still a little cloudy, so it was hard to be  completely sure. Shouldn’t be too far to go now… She slid around the  column to check down the hallway…


…only to find her face less than a foot away from some other girl’s!


“AH!”  Both Claire and the other girl simultaneously yelped and jumped away!  Ok, that time she was DEFINITELY spotted! Immediately, Claire scrambled  back and hugged the column before slowly, cautiously peering back  around… to find the other girl doing the exact same thing! Heart  hammering, Claire froze and switched on an incredibly casual expression.  “Hey…”


The other girl bashfully smiled back. “Um… hi…” It was a  student Claire didn’t recognize, which was odd, considering their  distinctive appearance: long lavender hair - or maybe a darker purple in  normal lighting - round, pale face like a saucer of cream. Or, at  least, it would be - at the moment she seemed a little flustered, with a  slightly rosy complexion. She seemed to be wearing a shirt with a  really low cut, or maybe something shoulderless? She was also sticking  very close to the column, so it was hard to tell, but Claire was  definitely not going to sidle out for a better view!


Shrinking  further behind the column, Claire kept forcing a smile. Could this girl  tell Claire was naked from the waist down? If so, she hadn’t made any  indication… maybe she could play it off? “Sorry, I-“ She coughed and  cleared her throat to try and make her voice sounds less wavering - also  to buy some time to think up a reason for still being around the school  long after the bell! “Sorry! Sorry, I- I just… ah… forgot my… um…”  Dammit, what classes were on that end of the hall? “My- my math book! I-  I forgot it, so I… was just… going to grab it!”


The  purple-haired girl smiled and nodded back. “Yeah! Uh, yeah me… me too,  I…” Her hand just barely emerged out from behind the column, pointing  the direction from which Claire’d come. “I forgot my… my backpack! And I  need to.. to…” Another tiny little point. “…go that way… to get it…”  Her face was getting redder - she had to notice Claire was basically  naked, right?!


Claire’s smile was widening to the point of  hurting her cheeks. “Cool! Well, I… I’m gonna…” She gestured with her  head down the hall past the other girl. “Gonna… go *that* way now…”


The  other girl nodded. “Awesome! And I- I’m…” She mimicked Claire’s  gesture, in the direction Claire had come. “…that-… that way... I’m  going…”


For a while, the two just awkwardly smiled and nodded at  each other. Finally, Claire made the first move, starting to carefully  inch her way around the column. She moved very slowly, very close to the  column, and it seemed like the other girl was doing the same, since  every inch Claire moved, the other girl’s face was always the same  distance away… not that Claire was complaining! Slowly, the two revolved  around the column before each was stood where the other had previously  been. Realizing it was time to make a break for it, Claire gave another  awkward smile with a ‘be seeing you’ sort of nod, before she took off  running down the hall - she heard the girl behind her doing the same!  That was way too close! After darting a few classrooms’ worth of  hall-space, Claire finally looked behind herself, and the other girl was  nowhere in sight. Whether or not the girl noticed Claire’s state of  undress, she had no idea, but for the moment she could believe she got  away with it, which was enough for her! Resolving to keep a keener ear  for anyone else who might be around this late, Claire continued her  half-naked creep through the school!


What felt like a thousand  hours later, as well as another few close run-ins with both the track  AND volleyball teams - Claire’s quads burned from all the crouching  behind stuff! - she finally made it to the locker room! Barreling  through the door, Claire ran straight for the towel shelf… only to find  it completely empty! Utterly appalled, Claire rushed from shelf to  shelf, darting down every nook and bench throughout the locker room,  even opening every locker door that wasn’t locked for a forgotten  uniform, a towel from after a shower, anything at all, but the whole  place had been cleaned out! What the hell?! Had they seriously gone all  this way?! Claire had really underestimated those two… In disbelief,  Claire doubled- and triple-checked, got on all fours to peer under the  benches, yet saw a grand total of zero articles of gym clothes, zero  towels, and a 100% chance of being totally screwed!


“AGH!” Claire  balled up her fists at her temples, an inch away from punching a hole  clean through the lockers! Those two little brats! Why today of all  days?! Worst of all, how disappointed her Hannah would be with her! She  was already no doubt fuming from languishing in that filthy custodial  closet so long - Claire simply could NOT turn up after all that time  empty-handed! With the Chest of Wonders gone and the locker room a bust,  however, only one option was left for Claire to find some clothes for  her and her beloved: the Lost and Found.


The same Lost and Found, however, that was sitting right outside Principal Waxley’s office.


Swallowing another grumble, Claire bit her tongue and made for the door.

Agitated in her self-consciousness, Claire threw a glance over her  shoulder and through the bushes she was hidden behind, remembering how  she’d been in almost this exact same situation last semester. That’s it,  she silently groaned: the second she gets home, she’s acting on the  advice she should’ve last time and putting spare clothes in the trunk!  With Luna’s reprisals, it only made sense, it was just such a mundane  thing that it kept slipping her mind… but times like these, it’d save  her life!


Of course, Waxley was still in her office, as was the  Lost and Found box. She must have moved it, Claire swore - she  remembered it being outside the office, not *in*! It was like the  principal knew exactly what was happening and how to make it as  hellishly hard for Claire as possible! Claire had considered simply  putting on her most pathetic face and walking straight up to Waxley to  explain everything, how it was infamous and well-documented  troublemakers Brooke and Piper’s faults, how she was the victim, etc.  etc. Waxley, however, after too many semesters featuring high profile  cases of indecent exposure, had gotten incredibly unforgiving with such  situations - Claire would have to navigate the conversation flawlessly  in order to avoid expulsion. With such a high risk, she’d instead snuck  outside to take another route, one with the odds a little more assured:  distract Waxley out of her office, get in, grab clothes, and get out.  It’d seemed so simple indoors, but now, crouched half-naked in the  bushes right beneath the office window, Claire racked her brain to  figure out how to do it. While she had no spare clothes in her trunk,  she *did* have a few devices and prototypes which could make for a very  distracting display. Should she utilize one, though, it would give her  identity away pretty much instantly - it’s not like just any student  would build weird crap out of random junk! What she needed was something  that could be ascribed to any troublemaker, something simple. She  thought about just tapping on the window over and over until Waxley got  fed up and had to check it out, but would she stay outside long enough  that Claire could sneak in and out of the office? And what if she saw  her? Or just opened the window to look for her? No, she needed something  that would pull Waxley outside, something she’d *have* to come out and  deal with immediately! What kind of thing - barring any vandalism or  destruction of school property, of course! - would Waxley drop  everything to deal with?…


Indecency. Or not even indecency, but  the mere thought that there was some sort of ‘uncouthness’ making a  ‘mockery’ of her ‘perfectly proper ladies’ institution’, or however  she’d put it.


“Hm.” Leaning against the school’s sun-soaked brick  exterior, peering through the bushes, Claire looked across the parking  lot, to the tall flagpole in the corner, and she got an idea. A great  idea? Definitely not. A *good* idea? Maybe not even. But an idea  nonetheless, an idea that would definitely buy her time…


Biting  her lip, Claire cast another sneaky peek into Waxley’s office to make  sure the principal was occupied, then carefully crouched out from the  bushes, darting low with both hands firmly over her butt. With her  privates uncovered, she kept glancing this way and that to be sure she  was unseen; there were still a few cars, and she was pretty sure the  late bus hadn’t pulled up yet… As soon as she reached the flagpole, she  hugged up right behind it, the pole just a bit too narrow to really hide  her full body, teasing her hips and the sides of her breasts.


Claire’s  gaze ran up the flagpole, a steel pole about two dozen feet tall,  proudly bearing the school’s white- and green-patterned flag: ‘Eager  Meadows All-Girls School: Where Girls Become Ladies!’ Maybe what Claire  was about to do was more of a statement than she’d originally intended…  but maybe that’d just add to it. Nervously, Claire eyed the pulley  running up the length of the pole, all the while fidgeting with the cups  of her bra. The only stitch she’d been lucky enough to keep a hold on,  and now she was gonna give it up - if this didn’t work, Plans D through Z  were gonna be a hell of a lot harder…


Sighing and  double-checking the coast to ensure it was clear, Claire reached back,  undid the clasp, and shook her bra off her shoulders and into her hands.  With that, she was completely head-to-toe naked in broad daylight…  again… She’d obviously been very nearly naked until that point, but  something about that little bit off her chest, the sunlight able to now  wrap around every inch of her pale body, it was a whole new frontier.  Casting another glance around the parking lot, Claire sighed a shaky  sigh. Just for a minute, she told herself. Naked for a minute, then  clothes.


Quickly, Claire knotted the strap of her bra around the  pulley rope, then carefully began running it up the flagpole. This  should catch Waxley’s attention, and give her a project that’ll occupy  her for quite some time. At first Claire was worried it’d be too subtle  to notice, but as soon as she’d stuck the pulley to run the bra up to  half-mast, the crimson undergarment caught the wind, its rich color a  notable contrast in the airy blue of the sky and the cups boldly  floating on the breeze. Within the moment, Claire’s bra was flapping as  proudly as the flag just above it!


Praying the knot would hold,  Claire hugged one arm over her chest and held the other hand over her  crotch as she streaked back across to the school exterior. After quickly  affirming Waxley was still busy hunched over her desk, Claire quickly  rapped the window pane three times, then dropped like a stone into the  bushes. Fighting the uncomfortable tickling of the branches all over her  bare body, Claire fought the urge to adjust her position and listened  hard. After a moment, she just barely thought she could hear Waxley  dropping off her chair to trundle to to window; a moment later, she  *definitely* heard the principal’s shout of “Good heavens!” barely  muffled behind the window! Step one, done! Now for the harder part…  Staying low to the wall, Claire scrambled and swatted her way through  the bushes, until she came to the edge closest to the school’s front  door. Step two… and now to wait for step three… Claire patiently  crouched in wait, fidgeting against the bushes for the right balance of  coverage and keeping the branches from tickling her! Before long, Waxley  came storming through the doors as fast as her ample frame could take  her, all the while muttering some mixture of PG-13 profanity and grunts  of exertion. Quickly, once Waxley came to the edge of the sidewalk,  Claire bolted for the door and just barely snuck through before it shut!


The  plan was a success so far, but Claire didn’t allow herself a second of  celebration! Immediately, Claire streaked around to Waxley’s office as  fast as she could, practically pouncing on the Lost and Found bin like  she was a starving lion on an antelope! She had to be quick, but also  discerning; it’d do them both no good if she showed up with clothing way  too small to properly wear! Luckily, Claire knew Hannah’s body than  anyone - with just a glance, Claire could be certain if any given  article of clothing would not only fit, but positively pop on the bod of  her beloved bombshell! It was such a weird collection, what ended up in  the Lost and Found - to Claire it was oddly fascinating! Lots of  hoodies, which made sense, given how easy it was to take one off and  forget you’d done so, same with athletic sweat pants that went over a  uniform, but she also found plenty of pairs of regular pants, torn-up  jeans and shorts so short that she could definitely see them popping a  gasket in Waxley’s brain. Were some of these confiscated? How else do  you lose pants like that? Some of this stuff even looked a little  familiar… hey… Claire held up one black flower-patterned blouse in  particular with a scrutinizing frown. Wasn’t this hers?! Luna had pulled  this off her last semester! Suddenly, the bin being so full made a lot  more sense to Claire… It wasn’t just street clothes either - there  seemed to be a lot of pieces of various Halloween costumes scattered  around; some green goblin hands; a big bib or smock with fake blood  dried down the front. What particularly caught Claire’s eye was a  plastic mask sewn into a black cowl, a long, bone-white face of what  looked like some kind of specter, mouth stretched in some never-ending  yowl. How do people lose track of stuff like this? Feel like you’d  remember coming in with something like that…


Gah! Focus! Time is  of the essence! Quickly, Claire scooped up what acquisitions looked the  most promising to fit, only to freeze at the sound of a sonorous,  spiteful voice outside!


“What’s that? Who’s in there?”


Oh  God, Waxley! Without even thinking for a second, Claire hurriedly  dropped what clothes were bundled in her arms and pulled the ghostly  mask over her head! Immediately, the stuffy, mildewy smell almost  knocked her clean to the floor! Ugh! Barely had the cloth covered  Claire’s head before she heard Waxley’s voice much closer: “Good Heavens  above! What on earth?!” Just barely able to see through the cloth  eye-holes of the mask, Claire cast a glance over her shoulder to find  Waxley in the doorway, furious gaze aimed straight at Claire’s bent-over  booty! The principal simmered with jaw slack in an expression torn  between rage and stunned surprise, a crimson brassiere knotted between  her pudgy fingers. Guess the knot wasn’t sturdy enough after all! “You  there!” The principal barked. “What is the meaning of this… this…  *pruriency*?!” 


A little woozy from both the panic and the smell  of the mask, Claire straightened, arms frozen at her sides, too  paralyzed to even cover her bare behind from the principal’s sight! She  didn’t dare turn around, not making a single sound! Waxley didn’t  recognize her? Maybe there was a chance she could get out of this before  she did…


“Such detestable indecency!” Claire felt the floor  beneath her feet tremor as Waxley stomped closer. “Take that mask off  immediately, young lady!”


Time to go! “Eep!” Yelping and ducking  just in time to avoid Waxley’s outstretched hand, Claire scooped up what  she could of the fallen clothes, then booked it for the door!


“No!  Stop right there!” The red-faced principal lunged but came up short, as  Claire darted around her and out into the hall. “You there! Stop this  instant!” Waxley’s heavyset frame might make her a more imposing  authority figure, but it made her a poor sprinter! Though she gave  chase, the much younger, nimbler, and adrenaline-fueled Claire outpaced  her easily, sprinting down the hall as fast as her legs could take her!  Within maybe ten or fifteen seconds, Waxley’s indignant roars were just  echoes down the hall!


Claire didn’t slow even a second! In the  mask, Claire could only kind of see where she was headed, and it wasn’t  until she’d nearly caromed right into an emergency exit that she  realized she’d made it all the way to the other side of the school!  Heart pounding like a pneumatic drill, her flight-or-flight finally  crashing, Claire practically crumpled in the corner, catching her breath  nearly impossible through the mask yet she wouldn’t dare take it off!  And she thought bumping into that other girl was close?! That was  WAYYYYY too close! If it weren’t for the mask, she’d be kicked out of  EMAGS for sure… but she somehow got out of it, and hopefully Waxley  wouldn’t find out! She came damn close to chuckling aloud. She hadn’t  felt this kind of shakiness in years, since her ‘rebel without a cause’  days, tagging the popular girls’ cars and whatnot. God, that felt like  so long ago… she’d forgotten what a high it was to actually get away  with something like that…


Suddenly, Claire jolted to her feet!  Hannah! Hastily, Claire gathered all the clothes she’d managed to swipe  in her escape, then began back down the hall, towards the custodial  closet where her beloved awaited! Claire’s long and harrowing journey,  finally to end in triumph! Hannah would be so proud of her!… Claire  practically skipped down the hall, although she kept her head on a  swivel for Waxley lurking about…


It didn’t take long for Claire  to return to the closet - in fact, she might have run past it in her  panic! Upon arriving, she gave the door four sharp raps, paused, then  rapped twice more - a secret knock she had Hannah had devised a few  months ago! A moment passed, then the knob twisted and the door opened.  “…bout time you-” Hannah abruptly cut herself off with the door only a  few inches open, angry expression suddenly stricken with doubt.


Claire  frowned, concerned, before realizing she was still wearing the ghost  mask! Clothes bundled in one arm, Claire reached around and pulled the  mask up enough to show her face. “My- my sweet Hannah! Don’t- don’t  worry! It’s only me!”


Hannah sighed, but it almost sounded a  touch like a groan. “Friggin’ finally. Come *on*.” Casting glances down  each end of the hallway, Hannah eased the custodial closet door open  just enough for Claire to slide inside. Quickly, moving slowly as if  dreaming, Claire entered. Such a small, intimate, shadowed space,  illuminated only by a pale bulb in the ceiling barely strong enough to  make out the curves of Hannah’s naked body, the plumpness of her  breasts, her wide hips… Claire felt her heart start to flutter! Once  inside, Hannah was quick to pluck the bundle of acquired clothes from  Claire, gesturing for the goth to watch the door. Obliging, half-hidden  at the jamb, Claire glanced back and forth from the hallway to Hannah  dressing behind her. The distressed jeans seemed a little snug and a  touch low on her hips, but the mint-green St. Patrick’s Day t-shirt  seemed a good fit… Wait… Claire frowned and straightened. Where was the  rest of the clothes? That must have been all she’d grabbed in her hurry…


Claire  caught herself idly glancing down at herself, the light from the hall  arcing palely across her bare bosom. “Um… um, my- my love…” Claire  stammered, words dying on her tongue, as Hannah pulled an overlarge  red-orange football hoodie over her head and over the t-shirt, the last  article of clothing Claire had salvaged…


Pulling her head through  the hoodie’s neck hole, Hannah shook out her skewed blonde locks.  “Alright. Not bad.” She locked eyes with Claire, who still stood naked  from head to toe, and all she did was nod before sidling past Claire  towards the closet door.


“Um… my- my love?” Claire tried again to  voice a complete thought but failed, staring blankly at the hoodie so  large and so covering that the hem practically reached her beloved’s  knees…


Hannah only stopped when she reached the door and ran her  eyes up and down the nude goth. “Oh, yeah. Thanks. Or whatever. Made me  wait a thousand years, though.” She put a foot out into the hall before  stopping. “Oh, I got another idea for taking down Luna. Meet you at your  house later.” Then, without even waiting for a response, Hannah stalked  out of the closet and out of sight.


“Oh… um…” Claire clutched  close to the doorframe and watched her beloved vanish. In that moment,  the cold AC wrapping all over her bare body felt especially chilly. A  vague memory entered her mind, of her beloved Hannah placed in a similar  situation, left naked with only a mask, able to conceal her identity  but not her shame… one of the first times Luna had ‘punished’ Hannah… It  was over, then? This whole misadventure… over so unceremoniously? And  without clothes of her own…


Claire caught herself frowning at the  howling ghost in her hands. What was that attitude about? After all,  her sweet treasure had been cooped up in this dingy closet for nearly an  hour, coupled with being nude and at risk of being caught and expelled!  One should hardly think about others in such a situation. Besides, it’s  like she told Candice: a good deed is its own reward! Regardless of  anything, without any other option, Claire pulled the ghostly mask back  over her head and ran out into the hall for one more (and hopefully her  final!) streak through Eager Meadows.


By the time she’d made it  to the main entrance, Waxley was gone but a sizable crowd had gathered,  late students and athletes either waiting for the late bus or on their  way to their cars as well. Since she was masked, rather than wait for  the crowd to thin, Claire simply sprinted past them on her way out the  front door, drawing a number of laughs, cheers, and hollers. “You go,  Ghosty!” “Killer keister!” Claire didn’t register any of the remarks,  arms pumping at her sides, her bust heaving and slapping as she ran -  she didn’t even think to cover herself. Truthfully, she found it  strangely difficult to think about… well… *anything*. Even the act of  moving felt unreal, as if she’d slipped past the looking glass but left  part of her conscious mind on the other side, stuck on that mental image  of Hannah vanishing out the closet doorway. She kept fighting herself  to focus, but the further she ran, the more she got this strange,  restless itch through her brain and body. Sure, the public nudity wasn’t  helping, as was knowing that, even if her identity was secret, those  videos would surely be circulating social media before night fell, but  at the moment, it’s like that part barely mattered to her. Something  deeper was bothering her… was ‘bothering’ the right word? Whatever the  right one was or wasn’t, Claire couldn’t help this deep, uncomfortable  feeling that something had slipped out of alignment… and it wasn’t going  to be a simple fix…


—


The next day, Brooke and Piper were  still riding their high of finally getting revenge on Claire! The two  practically skipped down the hall side by side, laughing and smacking  peoples’ lockers shut - or smacking their vulnerable butts as they leant  in! ‘Long time coming’ was understatement of the century! In fact, by  their astute calculation, that blue-haired bozo had barely paid back 10%  of what she owed. They were already making plans to ‘accidentally’ find  their way up to the lighting rig…


“We could hang her by her panties from the catwalk!” Brooke nudged Piper with raised eyebrows.


Piper  nearly lost her balance from that strong nudge, though she tried to  hide it. “A classic,” she mused, adjusting her sagging sweatpants. “What  about the projector thing up there? Maybe we could get that cute little  keister of hers to shine on one of the backdrops? She’s so pale and her  ass is so tiny, they might think it’s a couple snowballs or something!”


Brooke  shrugged and leaned against the lockers. “It’s not that little anymore,  to be honest. She got more cake back there than she used to. She must  be working out with that girlfriend of hers.”


Piper intentionally  shouldered past Brooke. “Ew, why’re you looking in the first place? She  turn you on, now?” Scoffing, Piper turned to begin twisting in her  locker combination.


Scoffing to match Piper’s scoff, Brooke also  began opening her own locker. “I mean, it’s kinda hard to miss when  you’re-“ Brooke was interrupted when she and Piper opened their locker  doors almost simultaneously and, all of a sudden, out of their lockers  erupted multiple pairs of plastic hands on rubbery robot limbs!


“Wh-  WHA?!” Piper yelped as the hands immediately grabbed ahold of her  wrists and pulled her arms out at her sides, and others wrapped around  her ankles and staggered her legs apart!


“H- hey!” Brooke moved  to help, only for robo-hands coming out of *her* locker to grab her the  same way! “Ah! What the hell?!” Brooke and Piper both struggled  uselessly as the plastic hands held tight, passersby stopping and  watching in bewilderment! Within a moment, more hands erupted from the  locker, but these didn’t grab ahold of their victims - they grabbed onto  their clothes!


“AH! Get off!” The once-pranksters shouted and  squealed as the plastic fingers wrapped tight fists around their tops  and on the waistband of their sweatpants! “NO! Ah!” Brooke shrieked as  the hand on her sweater tugged and twisted upwards, bringing the garment  further up her midriff, to around her chest, before jerking the fabric  over her chest until the shirt was tangled up around her armpits,  exposing her lacy black bra! Within moments, her sweatpants came  plummeting down to her ankles, revealing the matching panties! “AH!”  Given her slighter bust, Piper’s shirt was pulled up much more easily,  as did her overlarge sweatpants fall down her tanned legs with ease and  catching around her knees! 


“AHHH!” Piper’s olive skin burned  bright red! She hadn’t worn any underwear that day! With the hands  pulling her shirt up and her pants down, her entire naked front was  totally hanging out in front of everyone! Her petite yet perky boobs,  her pussy, it was all there, and the gathering crowd wasted no time  capturing it all on film!


Side-eying her exposed partner, Brooke  sneered along with the crowd. “Ha! Maybe try underwear next time- ah,  HEY!” Brooke’s laughter was interrupted as more robot limbs slithered  out from the locker! In a flash, more plastic hands took a hold along  the bottom of her bra, while others gripped onto her panties’ waistband.  “Gah! No no no no no!” Brooke futilely plead as the former hands began  yanking upwards, while the latter ones jerked down! Within a couple  tugs, Brooke’s underpants were caught around her knees; the hands up top  had to work a little harder to hoist her bra over her bust, but soon it  was caught up around her neck with her sweater, her whole front just as  exposed as Piper’s! “NOOO!” Of larger proportions than Piper as she  was, Brooke blanched full crimson as her bountiful breasts flopped into  full view of the hallway! Though she buckled her thighs inward to try  and hide her crotch, the hands kept her legs too far apart for her to do  so, leaving nary an inch of her toned, naked bod hidden for the growing  crowd! Cowering and struggling against the flashes of dozens of  cameras, the pair of troublemakers squealed and struggled with their  naked bodies on display to the entire hallway, as the jeering crowd  hooted and hollered and fought for a better view! Looking good, ladies!


From  the edge of the crowd, Claire watched the ordeal unfold with a ghost of  a smile across her lips. She’d dropped in late last night to retrieve  her lost master keys, and figured she might as well leave a little gift.  The arms were part of a scheme from long ago, a prototype of the  Helping Hands that’d backfired and exposed both her beloved Hannah and  herself in much the same manner as Tweedle Dumb and Tweedle Dumber over  there, but ‘malfunction’ was a matter of perspective, she found, and at  the moment they seemed to be working to great effect indeed.


Claire  wasn’t a a vindictive sort of girl, at least that’s what she’d told  herself for the past year or two. In that moment, however, smirking to  herself, she pondered if that was really the case. What *had* changed in  that year or two? Finding her sweet, dear Hannah. What felt like her  entire life, all Claire desired was validation, to be seen for who she  was and to be told that was enough - in helping Hannah, she’d felt that  fulfillment, and nothing could ever diminish that. And yet, all last  night, Claire met with Hannah in her usual basement ‘war room,’ laying  out the framework for future plots, but even though her beloved golden  goddess had been the only other person around, it was like her voice had  been competing against someone else’s for Claire’s attention, some  inaudible presence distracting Claire’s thoughts, something that  lingered with her long after Hannah had finally gone home. It was like a  fog had settled around her without her realizing, and for the first  time in what felt like forever, she felt like she could see herself and  only herself. As much as Claire enjoyed devoting herself as she did,  maybe the answers didn’t end there. Maybe that vindictive girl wasn’t  totally gone, and maybe she wasn’t only vindictive; maybe Claire had  just unwittingly become a stranger to herself.


Maybe it’s finally time to get reacquainted.